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tion of effect. Led by the 1st Eastern Muslim Regiment, the Reds made
their first attempt to storm the city on 31 August but failed to carry the
outer fortifications after a brief penetration. Poor use of artillery, unco-
ordinated employment of a small tank force, and vaguely framed objectives
vitiated the effort. An exasperated Frunze lamented after learning of the
attack: “If the operation will be conducted this unskillfully, the city will
never be taken.”’86

On 31 August, G. V. Zinoviev arrived with elements of the First Army
to assume overall command. After regrouping, Red forces staged an attack
on 1 September against the eastern Karshin and Samarkand gates. Heavy
street fighting followed a breakthrough of the outer fortifications. On 2
September, Red Army sappers blew a breach in the inner fortress wall, and
a dawn artillery and aerial bombardment followed. Having held firmly as
long as their defensive perimeter remained secure, the defenders wavered
and then scattered before a Red assault by three rifle brigades, a regiment
of cadets, and the 1st Muslim Regiment (formed by Bukharan Communists
in Samarkand). The 4th Cavalry cleared the city in street-to-street fighting
but, amidst the chaos and looting, failed to cover escape routes to the north
and northeast. Taking advantage of poor Red Army intelligence and the
dissolution of attacking forces inside the city, the emir, who by his own
account was in his private residence outside the city when the attack began,
managed to escape with about 500 mounted fighters. A Red aviation detach-
ment subsequently reported the emir’s movement northward. A cavalry unit
picked up the trail but was detained by the emir’s rear guard. Slipping
deftly past a Red patrol near Kizil Tepe, the emir turned abruptly southward,
hurried through the Ak Kutal Pass, and then rushed eastward to the fortress
at Gissar. His escape would cost the Red Army dearly in the future but
could not prevent the proclamation on 14 September of the Bukharan Peoples
Republic.8” In November, Kuibyshev proclaimed the Bukharan revolution
the world’s first peasant revolution against medieval, feudal exploitation.

Bolstered by military success, party activists frantically organized a
political offensive. The Bukharan Union of Youth (BUY) formed in October
1920 and immediately began creating local chapters. There being no room
in its ranks for passive members, the BUY conducted an intensive three-
week training course in political agitation for new recruits. Yet zeal could
not overcome all obstacles. Of the original nine members of the BUY Central
Committee, four, all native Central Asians, were shortly expelled for dere-
liction of their responsibilities. To revitalize BUY, the party dispatched a
small group of experienced Muslim organizers to Bukhara.s8

The Bukharan Communist Party (BKP) experienced similar growing
pains but, by its Third Congress in 1923, felt secure enough to purge its
membership (1,560 full members and 167 candidates) of hostile class ele-
ments: merchants, landowners, mullahs, and former government bureaucrats.
Reliance on proletarians created problems in recruitment, however, and many
entering members possessed no formal education. Party figures indicated
that 40 percent of the membership was illiterate and another 50 percent
was only partially literate, a fact that hampered the dissemination of printed
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propaganda. As evidence of further accommodation to local conditions, the
membership was 70 percent Muslim. And despite its public commitment to
women’s equality, the BKP included only one native female.8°

Meanwhile, under the guidance of the party, the Bukharan Red Army
transformed itself in 1921 from a volunteer force to an army of two-year
conscripts. The initial draft included 1,000 party members and 1,000 non-
members.® The Bukharan Nazirat or Commissariat of Public Enlightenment
assumed responsibility for predraft education of youths from age eight
- through sixteen. The program entailed both political indoctrination and
physical training.%!

Despite such organizational progress, however, liquidation of the resis-
tance in the field remained incomplete. In 1921, the emir retained about
15,000 armed followers in the Bukhara region. The principal group of Bas-
machis withdrew under pressure to the fortress of Gissar in eastern Bukhara,
which covered the approaches to the village of Kok-Tash where Ibragim
Bek maintained a residence. Pursuit by Red forces, including the 1st Tur-
kestan Cavalry Division, 1st Turkestan Cavalry Brigade, and 5th and 12th ,
Rifle Regiments, continued beyond the Surkhan River. From there, Red units
rampaged unchecked, occupying Dushanbe and other towns and driving the
emir into refuge in Afghanistan.®? Yet Soviet forces were unable to trans-
form tactical success into strategic victory.

In defiance of the apparent logic of the battlefield, Basmachi uprisings
erupted in the rear of Red Army units, sometimes in response to alleged
Red outrages against the populace. The emir subsequently charged that Red
soldiers executed 50,000 persons in the district of Ferez alone.?3 Remarkably,
Basmachi strength in remote eastern Bukhara approached its peak in early
1922. Scattered Red units retreated in January, and in February, fighting
returned to the Bukhara city environs.%

Just as the Basmachi movement drew upon heretofore unseen reserves
of energy, Enver Pasha appeared on the scene in the spring of 1922 to
infuse the resistance with a sense of political purpose and overarching mili-
tary strategy. More than any other leader to serve the cause, Enver possessed
the intellectual gifts and grasp of politics to form a coherent movement.
Russian Central Asia, however, was scarcely more fertile soil on which to
sustain a national (Pan-Turkic) movement than it was to nurture Bolshevik
socialism. Tribal politics and a warlord mentality among its chieftains left
the Basmachestvo weaker than the sum of its parts. Ibragim, on his part,
continued to vie for leadership and operated independently. At the apex of
his strength, Enver commanded up to 3,000 of the estimated 16,000 Bas-
machis in Bukhara and achieved, even in the assessment of Soviet scholar
K. Vasilievskii, a broad-based popular support (obshchenarodnyi). In Feb-
ruary, Enver’s force occupied Dushanbe and briefly held much of Bukhara.
Yet his strength was always limited by disunity and shortages of weapons,
especially artillery and ammunition.%

In response to Enver’s challenge, Red Army Commander S. S. Kamenev
created the Bukharan Forces Group (under the control of the Turkestan
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Front), which included 2 cavalry brigades, 2 cavalry squadrons, and 1 rifle
division—7,530 men in all. The Reds pursued Enver in two columns, one to
seal the Afghan frontier and the other to envelop him from the north and
expel him from the fertile Gissar Valley. Over the course of a two-month
campaign in eastern Bukhara, the Reds kept Enver on the run, recapturing
Dushanbe in July and denying him any opportunity to assume the initiative
or regather his strength. The final battle occurred east of Dushanbe, between
Baldzhuvon and Khovaling, and ended in a Red triumph. Enver’s influence
came to a sudden end with his death in combat on 4 August 1922.96

Absent Enver’s leadership, the Basmachi strength faded. Bands that
had recently numbered from 500 to 1,000 subsequently diminished to as
few as 25 or 30. As of January 1923, the Turkestan Front estimated Bas-
machi strength in the Bukharan Republic at 25 bands with a combined
strength of 2,495 men. An additional 2,290 Basmachis continued to operate
in eastern Bukhara.®’

. Turkestan Front Commander A. I. Kork continued to prosecute the war
aggressively. The 3d Cavalry Brigade chased Selim-Pasha, Enver’s deputy,
deep into the mountains, conducted an encircling maneuver over a distance
of 175 kilometers, and cornered his Basmachis in the geographical triangle
of Koludar, Guzar, and Tengi-Khoram. On 13 March, the Reds achieved yet
another tactical triumph but could not cut off the fleeing remnants of Selim’s
force, which maneuvered rapidly to the remote Lokai Valley in western
Bukhara. At Lokai, among the last bastions of Basmachi strength, Selim
linked up with Ibragim Bek to face the Red Army. Executing a swift flank-
ing maneuver to strike the Basmachi rear, Red units delivered a devastating
blow. Upon absorbing crippling losses, the Basmachis dispersed.?®

Basmachi bands surfaced in western Bukhara again in 1924 and cap-
tured several towns only miles from Old Bukhara before the Red cavalry.
intervened. But such guerrilla attacks no longer galvanized a war-weary
populace, and strikes against villages reconciled to Soviet rule proved counter-
productive.®® In all, the cumulative effect of military successes, skillful pro-
paganda reinforced by pragmatic social policies, and infinitely superior
organization enabled the Soviets to prevail.

Conclusion of the Basmachi Campaigns

In the autumn of 1924, the Soviet government reorganized most of
Central Asia into the Uzbek and Turkoman Soviet Socialist Republics and
the Tajik Autonomous Republic. (Kirghizia would achieve autonomous status
in 1926 and become a union republic in 1936.) Though symbolic of increasing
Soviet control, political reorganization did not spell the end of conflict in
remote rural areas.

The final pacification of Khiva continued for nearly a decade. Traditional
strongman Dzhunaid Khan exploited political blunders by the fledgling (and
soon to be absorbed by the Uzbek SSR) Khorezm Soviet Socialist Republic
to seize the republican capital in Khiva in early 1924. He was particularly
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aided by two decisions. First, the Khorezm leadership proclaimed the nation-
alization of religious lands and denied clergy the right to vote. Second, Red
military units disarmed unreliable detachments of the Turkoman volunteers
and executed their leaders. Moscow subsequently disbanded the Khorezm
Republic and rushed military assistance to the region, but Dzhunaid carried
on the struggle until his flight to Iran in 1927. Ibragim Bek launched a
new offensive in the Lokai Valley region in 1926 only to be chased into
Afghanistan. Further Afghan support of the Basmachi movement ended,
however, with the signing of a treaty with the USSR in 1926.100

Soviet social policy reignited the resistance in 1928. Stalin’s decision to
collectivize agriculture stirred peasant resistance and precipitated famine in
many parts of the Soviet Union, including Central Asia.!! Ibragim reap-
peared yet again in Tajikistan in 1930—31, forcing the Soviet government
to send the 83d Division of the OGPU (security forces) to help the Red
Army restore order. Similarly, Dzhunaid Khan returned to Turkmenistan in
1931 and captured the Caspian Sea fort of Krasnovodsk before elements of
the OGPU’s 63d Division drove him back across the Iranian frontier. Even
then, the establishment of Soviet power remained incomplete. Nomads in
outlying areas of modern Turkmenistan and elsewhere continued to range
across deserts and steppes beyond the reach of Soviet institutions.102

The Soviet defeat of the Basmachis stands apart in two fundamental
respects from prior Russian experiences in fighting the Muslim tribal resis-
tance in Central Asia and the Caucasus. First, by 1917, major towns and
cities in Central Asia harbored a substantial Slavic and European popu-
lation. Although the growing presence of immigrants alienated the natives,
it also proved a pillar of moral and material support for the revolution.
Second, unlike their imperial Russian predecessors, the Bolsheviks sought
the full integration of Central Asia into the new order. Consequently, they
had to cultivate greater sensitivity to the political and cultural nuances of
their policies. Although Marxism-Leninism provided no clear blueprint for
victory in Central Asia, it predisposed the Bolsheviks to undertake a social
analysis of the theater of conflict. Above all, the Bolsheviks were aware of
the significance of “political consciousness,” whether more or less developed,
in determining the will of a people to resist or seek accommodation.

This does not, of course, mean that the Bolsheviks—especially local
cadres in Central Asia—were not guilty of serious errors in political judg-
ment. They treaded heavily on native traditions (especially where the social
roles of women and clergy were concerned), prematurely imposed conscrip-
tion, and at times engaged in wanton destruction and atrocities. Furthermore,
fulfillment of Kamenev’s 1923 strategic vision proved difficult in reality.
But they also possessed the ability to ameliorate the consequences of their
mistakes. The Bolsheviks committed themselves to a major propaganda effort
and repeatedly reversed or deferred unpopular decisions. Though bound to
an ideological framework in their thinking, they—at least key figures such
as Lenin, Stalin, Kuibyshev, Kamenev, and Frunze—exhibited a pragmatic
instinct that served them well in crucial situations.
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Thus tempered, ideology permitted the Bolsheviks to understand that
the outcome in Central Asia must ultimately transcend events on the battle-
field, that the military and political aspects of the war were thoroughly
interwoven. What is perhaps the most remarkable evidence of this fact is
the extent to which the Red Army was also an instrument of the political
war. During crucial periods of the conflict, Red Army commanders exercised
civil and military powers and, for the most part, did so effectively. Moreover,
the Soviets made economic concessions and moderated their stance on
religion. The creation of national units officered by natives—notwithstanding
significant defections—was symbolically important. So, too, was the use of
native Communists as political officers. Still, despite their success, it would
be a mistake to conclude that Russian Bolsheviks in Central Asia had rid
themselves of traditional ethnic chauvinism or a colonizer’s mentality.103
Nor, as would remain true until the dissolution of the USSR, had they won
over the large rural populace to the Soviet order.

On the battlefield, the Reds successfully exploited the disunity of the
resistance. Superior organization, tactics, and equipment eventually neu-
tralized the natural advantages of the Basmachis. Once confined to the
farthest reaches of the Soviet Union or reduced to raiding from across the
border, the Basmachis no longer had access to the population and thus
posed no great threat.

The success of the Red conquest of Central Asia is attributable to three
general causes. First, with the exception of the brief period of Enver Pasha’s
command, the Basmachi resistance lacked even a semblance of cohesion.
Second, the Reds overcame initial political errors and effectively adapted
economic and social policies to local conditions, even at the cost of ideo-
logical concessions (which could later be reversed). And, third, the Red Army
learned from its own experience, as well as from its study of imperial
campaigns, how best to operate against an unconventional foe in the rugged
deserts and mountains of Central Asia.
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